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         WASHINGTON – Congressman John W. Olver (1st District) today announced his strong support for the Rx Benefit and Discount Act, the Democratic proposal to add a prescription drug benefit to Medicare and significantly reduce the cost of prescription drugs for all seniors.

         "The elderly and disabled have waited long enough for a comprehensive prescription drug benefit under Medicare and for relief from the high cost of prescription drugs," Olver said. "The plan put forth by House Democrats is affordable and dependable for all beneficiaries."

         The Medicare Rx Benefit and Discount Act adds a new Part D in Medicare that provides voluntary prescription drug coverage for all Medicare beneficiaries beginning in 2005. Under this legislation, a beneficiary would pay a $25 monthly premium and an annual deductible of $100. Medicare would cover 80 percent of drug costs, and beneficiaries would never spend more than $2,000 a year on prescription drugs. The bill also achieves better prices on prescription drugs by requiring the Secretary of Health and Human Services to negotiate discounted drug prices for Medicare beneficiaries. 

         Yesterday, the Bush Administration put forth a plan that will force seniors to drop out of traditional, fee-for-service Medicare and join HMO's or other private health plans in order to receive a prescription drug benefit. In fact, many seniors would lose the ability to choose their own doctors under this plan.

         "Instead of providing a prescription drug plan under Medicare, the president is using a possible prescription drug benefit under HMOs as a carrot to get seniors off the Medicare rolls and make more money for larger, urban-based HMOs," Olver said. 

         The Democratic prescription drug plan provides real benefits because it does not force Medicare beneficiaries to leave traditional Medicare to obtain prescription drug coverage. Any model which depends only on private insurance companies for drug coverage or other benefits will present problems for rural beneficiaries because it is not financially feasible for many private sector plans to enter rural markets.

         "The reality is that HMOs are abandoning rural areas like western Massachusetts and less densely populated areas like central Massachusetts," Olver said. "The privatization of Medicare would be horrendous for people in my district. People would have little or no choice in plans, pay higher premiums and be at the mercy of fluctuations in prices for services."

         Olver noted that rural elderly residents have both a higher need for, and reduced access to, prescription medications compared to those in urban areas. They tend to be in poorer health and to have higher rates of chronic health problems.

         "Access to affordable pharmaceutical services is vital to rural senior citizens and should be assured in any Medicare prescription drug proposal," Olver said. "Everyday, seniors are forced to choose between buying their prescription drugs and other necessities. They deserve better than a sham alternative that will only grease the palms of campaign contributors."
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